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ABSTRACT
This research examines the ways in which African American Christians in a southern city
construct religious identities. By examining existing research on identity, I explain how religious
identities are developed and maintained using “narratives” that individuals tell about themselves.
To date, few studies have examined the correlation between religious identity and Christian
giving especially in the African American community. To this end, I conducted 20 in-depth
semi-structured interviews with adults who are active in their respective Churches. I found that
my respondents emphasized four key themes or aspects in the process of “doing” religion and
maintaining religious identity: (1) reading and studying the Bible to discern what it means to be
Christian; (2) being active in fellowship with other Christians; (3) tithing to sustain the material
and spiritual fellowship; and, (4) experiencing emotions that signal whether respondents were
doing religion correctly or incorrectly. Implications for future research are also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
Well, in the Christian faith community, we serve the Lord through Jesus Christ. We serve
God through Jesus Christ and follow his gospel and his truth and the words in the Bible.
I’m enjoying it and I mean it’s not easy, but I’m enjoying it. I’m enjoying the journey.
(Dennis)
I consider myself a Christian. I profess Christ as my Lord and Savior. So, I enter into that
relationship wholeheartedly and nurture that relationship. As he nurtures me. I nurture the
relationship with him. (Gwendolyn)

A central debate in the sociology of religion focuses on why people give to religious
organizations (Bekkers and Schuyt 2008; Borgonovi 2008; Hrung 2009; Lunn, Klay and
Douglass 2001). That is, some research proposes that the underlying motivations driving people
to give are instrumental (Bruce 1993; Chaves 1995; Davidson and Pyle 1994; Sharot 2002),
whereas others argue that it is about avoiding feelings of guilt (Amodio, Devine and HarmonJones 2007; Basil, Ridgeway, and Basil 2006). This project initially sought to fill several gaps in
this literature; particularly, the lack of qualitative research exploring the meanings religious
persons attribute to giving and, more specifically, how African Americans “think” and “feel”
about giving. What emerged, however, was that tithing was one aspect of a much larger
discourse: religious identity.
Surprisingly, little research on tithing or giving has explored the links between
constructing and maintaining religious identities and charity as a way of “doing” religion.
Sociologists have long recognized that “identities are fundamental bases upon which society;
independent of the special and unique features of individual, orders and arranges its members”
(Rosenberg 1981:601). Identities are sets of meanings individuals associate with a particular role,
membership in a collective (e.g., a family), or category (race; religion) to which one belongs
(Burke and Stets 2009; Hogg 1995). Though we possess as many identities as roles we play,
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research has shown that identities vary in terms of their prominence (or importance) for the self
(McCall and Simmons 1978) and salience (or likelihood of being activated by other people we
know) (Stryker 2004). Given the importance of religion in many people’s lives, especially in the
U.S. (Finke and Stark 1988; Smith 2008; Stark 2000), we might expect religious identities to be
central to many people’s “global” self-conception. For one thing, religion is one of the central
institutional spheres in which moral behavior is prescribed and proscribed (Vaisey 2009), and the
only one governed by supernatural forces (Durkheim1915 [1995]). The religious economies
literature, for instance, emphasizes the fact that people develop exchange relations with God or
Gods because “he” offers rewards that are otherwise unobtainable by way of natural exchanges
(Stark 1999; Stoll and Peterson 2008). Thus, otherworldly rewards like salvation or immortality
cannot be purchased at a store or procured through intimate reciprocal exchange.
Drawing from 20 in-depth interviews with Black Christians in a southern city, this study
looks to begin to fill this gap. While the initial research question was, “what does it mean to
Black Christians to tithe?”, this paper presents evidence that giving is one aspect of constructing
identity for these African American respondents. In addition to giving, other themes emerged:
the importance of the Bible; fellowship; and experiencing positive and negative effects that
signaled whether the identity work was consistent with their religious standards or in violation of
them. As such, this project contributes to several literatures. First, it brings the religious giving
literature into dialogue with research on religious identity (Ammerman 2003; Burke and Stets
2009; Remier and Dueck 2012) and, more broadly, with research on identity processes (Burke
and Reitzes 1981; Owens, Robinson and Lovin 2010; Rosenberg 1981). Second, it suggests new
paths of research on Black religiosity in the U.S. (Alwin, et al. 2006; Barnes 2013; Ellison 1991;
Ellison and Gay 1990). While much of this research has been quantitative or historical, my
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findings, while supporting many of these studies’ conclusions, adds rich evidence of what it
might mean to do religion in a Black community. Third, by exploring religious identity, this
study speaks to a significant social psychological literature on identity; a literature that has taken
for granted how religiosity might shape identity work.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Identity
Symbolic interactionism teaches us that the self is a reflexive social construct in
that it “can take itself as an object and can categorize, classify or name itself in particular
ways in relation to other social categories or classifications” (Turner et al. 1987). That is,
the self, or what can be described as “the totality of a specific person’s views and feelings
toward him- or herself as an object of reflection” (Rosenberg 1979:15), is constructed in
social interaction. Moreover, the self consists of smaller units, known as identities, or
internalized meaning structures motivating certain types of attitudes and behaviors under
certain circumstances. Thus, each relationship or group we belong to allows individuals
to define and create, respectively, distinct role- (Thoits 1995) or group-identities (Tajfel
1982), whereas the characteristics that distinguish us, like race or gender, allow for the
construction of social-identities (Hogg 1995).
Identities are important because they allow individuals to orient their thoughts and
actions in situationally appropriate ways, while also providing them with a foundation for
defining the situation. In addition, identities motivate us to interact with those who verify
them (Stets and Burke 2000; Stets and Carter 2012). For instance, Owens and colleagues
(2010) assert that we are much more likely to interact with those with whom we share
salient characteristics because those individuals are more likely to treat us as who we
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believe we are and with the esteem we feel we deserve. Moreover, a given identity, such
as an African American male cross-cut is deepened by interactions with other African
Americans in organizational settings. Such that being an African American “may be an
identity that comes from a category of people, but it is likely reinforced by the common
interactions within religious organizations such as mosques or ethnically identified
churches, ethnic neighborhood enclaves and other culturally meaning culturally
meaningful group activities” (Owens et al. 2010:480). Thus, an individual is a multilayered being: the core of an identity is likely anchored in relationships with significant
others, and therefore, be a “role” identity (Burke and Tully 1977), yet this role and
relationship is further nested in groups and organizations that provide other social ties
such as identifying as an African American and male (Stryker 2004). It is through these
various social ties that we incorporate meanings and expectations associated with that
particular role and its performance into our self-conception (Burke 1991; Burke and
Reitzes 1981; Stets and Burke 2000). Presumably, then, we can expect a religious identity
to have some unique expectations and meanings built on the types of relationships people
have and the types of groups and organizations these relationships are nested within; and,
furthermore, that belonging to a Black religious community may serve as an added layer
of distinct meanings.
Religious Identity and Narratives
Religious identities are perceived differently for different people and varies in terms of
importance. Some people need to be anchored within a single moral community, which provides
them with direction in life and a sense of belonging (Durkheim 1915 [1995]); others may need to
personally experience a spiritual connection in that they are encapsulated and indoctrinated in
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every aspect of that religion to feel complete (Allport and Ross 1967; Greil and Rudy 1984). Yet,
the one aspect that everyone has in common is the creation of their own narratives through their
religious experiences. Thus, religion is often an important factor in creating and maintaining
identity narratives. To fully understand the depth of religious identities, one must first “begin by
attending to episodes of social interaction (whether face-to-face or mediated) that are assembled
into a religious narrative - one in which “religious” actors, ideas, institutions, and experiences
play a role in the story of who we are and who I am” (Ammerman 2003:216). Thus, religious
identities are rooted in religious narratives, which provide the self-referential meanings that
distinguish them from other types of identities and allow individuals to offer justifications, and
accounts for their beliefs and behaviors (Scott and Lyman 1968).
In addition, like other identities, religious narratives are reproduced or “activated” when
we interact with others that we identify as religious or within specific contexts designated as
religious such as church or Wednesday night Bible study. Hence, religious organizations are
significant sites for religious experiences to develop into narratives, and, therefore, religious
identities are inextricably tied to “faith communities”. Though faith communities may represent
churches, denominations, or some other form of religious community, they all function to
provide the individual with important experiences, which in turn create and maintain identities.
Therefore, like other social organizations, “faith communities” provide “key socialization and
social support functions that help shape religious beliefs and practices” (Alwin et al. 2006:531).
More importantly, religious organizations are essential to identity because they not only
construct unique meanings for individuals, but are also the main source of “public narratives,” or
accounts expressing the history and purpose of the religious collective that can be internalized by
the individual (Durkheim 1915 [1995]). They translate our values and beliefs into actions that
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engages both the “heart” and the “mind,” not only teaching us how to act but moving us into
action or performance (i.e. Christian outreach) (Bruner 1991; Somers 1994). Furthermore, “these
organizations create widespread social arenas in which religious action (i.e. tithing) can occur,
they supply structured religious biographical narratives - the saved sinner, the pilgrim, the
minister - within which the actor’s own autobiographical narratives can be experienced” (Somers
1994:619); and, consequently, these structured narratives can shape future behavior (Reimer and
Dueck 2012). While religious organizations establish such narratives through roles, rituals,
myths and rules of behavior learned and made meaningful in interaction with co-religionists,
these narratives encourage participants to perceive “Sacred Others” as co-participants in their
lives (Ammerman 2003)—that is, a religious identity can be transformed into a role-identity built
not merely on “natural” social relationships, but also supernatural relationships.
What is missing from the research on religious identity is a closer examination of African
American religious identity. Ultimately, the religious narrative metaphor indicates that religious
identity, or “doing” religion, is, in part, linguistic; in Lindbeck’s (1984) words, narratives
establish a “grammar” for stories people tell about their religious experiences in the world that
others like them understand. For reasons that I will discuss shortly, the Church is an essential
tool in how African American Christians understand or “do” religion.
Black Religious Identity and the Black Church
While there is scant research on the meanings or micro-level processes associated
with Black religiosity, at the Church or congregational level, research reveals important
characteristics about the religious Black experience. For instance, recent scholarship
states that Black Churches tend to foster stronger, more communal relationships within
the membership (Brown 1998; Taylor and Chatters 2010; Taylor, Chatters and Levin
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2004; Taylor, Thorton and Chatters 1987). Additionally, research has found that Black
congregants exhibit high levels of religiosity in terms of attendance, reading of religious
materials, and religious behavior such as inspiring to live Christ-like in their daily lives
(Taylor et al. 1996). Not surprisingly, Taylor and colleagues (2004) study on African
American religiosity found that nearly 70 percent of Black Americans report being
religious and spiritual. Much of these attributes can be traced to the historical evolution
of the Black Church.
“The Emancipation from slavery in 1863 posed a distinctive set of religious challenges
for African Americans” (Maffly-Kipp 2001). Segregationist attitudes in both the north and the
south discouraged and even prevented Blacks from worshipping with White congregations
(Nelsen and Nelsen 1975; Woodson 1992). Therefore, the lack of inclusion in the White Church
prompted freed Blacks to establish Churches that were separate from their oppressors. These new
Churches created communities and culturally distinct spiritual and worshipping practices that
separated them from White Churches (Billingsley 1999; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Because of
the exclusion and the structural and interactional racism Blacks faced then and today, the Church
became the center of many Black communities and provided what Krause (2004) refers to as
“psychological refuge” from the White world. Consequently, religious giving, as but one
example, has been more than a luxury or a sign of devotion (Barnes 2013; Burnette 2001;
Chaves 2004; Chaves and Higgins 1992): it is imperative if the Black community is to sustain
itself.
In the words of an anonymous poet:
Our churches are where we dip our tired bodies in cool springs of hope, where
we retain our wholeness and humanity despite the blows of death from the
Bosses…It is the need, perhaps more than anything else which has attached
the Negro so strongly to his church and accounts for his reputation as a religious
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person (Nelsen, Yokley and Nelsen 1971:83).
It is plausible to expect, then, that religious identity may be the most prominent and,
certainly, most salient identity African Americans use to construct self.
Not surprisingly, some of the earliest sociologists studying the Black community
came to many of these same conclusions. For instance, Du Bois (1967:201) noted that the
“Black Church was first a social institution and then a religious institution.” This was
true, in part, because the “Black Church may have antedated the Black family to
American soil acting as a center of social life and intercourse.” Thus, the Church served
as a “newspaper, intelligence bureau, a center of amusement and social betterment for
Blacks” (Du Bois 1967:201). Similarly, Gunnar Myrdal (1944) states that the chief
function of the Church has been to uplift the hopes of its members in the face of adversity
and hardship and give them a true sense of community and identity. Frazier, too,
described the Black Church as “a nation within a nation” crediting it for being “the chief
means by which structured or organized life came into existence among Negro masses
after emancipation” (as quoted in Billingsley 1999:8).
Today as in the past, Black Churches have remained committed to promoting and
establishing self-help initiatives for Black individuals, families and the community.
Burnette (2001:4) notes that “community based philanthropy is deeply grounded in the
Black church.” In a similar vein, Barnes (2004:202) suggests, “regardless of ideological
or denominational bent, the historic Black Church has been found to be an important
economic, political, social and psycho-emotional buffer for African Americans that often
provides community outreach via social services.” Finally, Brown (1998:427) remarks
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that the Black Church provided “a new basis of social cohesion for people denied even
the most rudimentary associations of home and family.”
In sum, one’s religious identity is apparently central to the Black experience in the U.S.
and the construction of self. Most research, however, focuses on quantifiable measures like
attendance or belief in God (see, for examples, Kirkpatrick 1997; Levin 1994; Taylor, Chatters
and Brown 2014). While older scholars like Du Bois or Franklin Frazier looked closely at
communities, the Black experience has undoubtedly changed after the Civil Rights movement
and, more recently, the Black Lives Matter movement. Thus, there is a pressing need for research
that examines, in-depth, what it means to be Black and religious.
METHOD
Recruitment
Aiming to obtain a thorough and analytically rich perspective of the sociological factors
and viewpoints surrounding African American religious identity in the south, I used a purposive
sample of 20 in-depth semi-structured interviews with adults who give tithes to their respective
Church. As I began this research, my initial question centered on what it meant for a Black
religious person to tithe, or give ten percent of their wages. Hence, the criteria I used to find
respondents were as such: (a) African American, (b) were 18 years of age or older, (c) give tithes
to a Church, and (d) were willing to participate in a research in which involved discussing their
experiences giving tithes and offerings to a Church.
Respondents were recruited through word of mouth, recruitment flyers placed in public
places such as Churches (Appendix A), and snowball sampling techniques. Because I recruited
by word of mouth some respondents knew me prior to the research. Several individuals in the
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community indicated their willingness to participate in my study after having heard about my
research question.
Interviewing
I interviewed respondents over a seven-month period in 2016. Interviews usually
lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours (with most interviews lasting around two hours;
short interviews were rare and almost all short interviews were with professionals with
limited time). I conducted in-person interviews at a location where the respondent felt
comfortable, such as my home, their home or in a private office. I conducted phone
interviews within a private office to ensure respondents’ privacy during interview. Upon
granting his or her consent (Appendix B), I digitally recorded each interview. I
transcribed five interviews and the remaining fifteen interviews were transcribed
professionally by a transcription service.
Data
Though the project began by focusing on tithing, the questions I asked sought to examine
the broader religious context in which tithing might be shaped. Several topics or themes
examined included:


Do you consider yourself religious?



What is the importance of reading the Bible?



What is the importance of being a member of a Church?



What is the importance of tithing?



How does it feel to give and not give tithes?
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Appendix C is the complete interview guide that I used while conducting interviews. In
addition to these open-ended questions, I also distributed a demographic survey at the end
of each interview (Appendix D). Table 1 includes descriptive data about my sample.
Table 1: Respondent’s Demographics

Total
#

Total
%

Gender
Female
Male
Total

10
10
20

50
50
100

Total

1
4
5
10
20

5
20
25
50
100

0-20,000
21-39,000
40-59,000
60-79,000
80-99,999
Total

3
11
2
2
2
20

15
55
10
10
10
100

5
1
6

25
5
30

8
20

40
100

Age
18-29
30-49
50-64
65+
Income

Denomination
Baptist
Catholic
Pentecostal
NonDenominational
Total

Analytic Strategy
To protect privacy, I assigned pseudonyms and generic identification numbers on
transcripts of interviews as well as all demographic questionnaires. While coding
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transcripts, I removed any identifying information including but not limited to names of
people or places.
Being that this research was exploratory, coding and interviewing were
dialectical. Thus, I coded transcripts using a grounded open coded method that focused
on recurring themes and categories (Corbin and Strauss 1990). After the first two or three
interviews, I realized that the data were about more than tithing. In fact, tithing was just
one component of “doing” Black religiosity. Thus, subsequent interviews began to focus
more so on religious identity. Ultimately, I was able to fully capture identity narratives
associated with being African American and religious, why giving tithes was essential to
identity management, and the underlying emotions related to doing religion.
RESULTS
While all twenty respondents identified themselves as Christians, not all of the
respondents considered themselves religious. As it turns out, some characterized
themselves as religious (12 respondents; 60 percent), partially religious (3 respondents;
15 percent), or not religious at all (5 respondents; 25 percent). Surprisingly, and despite
these different self-labels, having a close relationship with God/Christ was central to the
construction of all respondents’ religious identity. Consider, for instance, these three
respondents as evincing belief in God and Christ as foundational to their identity.
I consider myself as a religious person because I confess with my mouth one day
the Lord Jesus was head, as the Scriptures say, and I believe in my heart that God
did rise from the dead, therefore, the Lord has changed and transformed my life.
Things that he [God] stipulates in his word for us not to do, I try not to do those
things. And then when I feel myself getting weak, I pray and I ask the Lord to
help me and to give me strength. –Eric (“religious” person)
A religious person may be God fearing. As long as you have strong beliefs in your
God. I would consider that religious. I wouldn’t say that I am 100 percent
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religious. But I am God fearing. I don’t think anyone is 100 percent religious. –
Charles (unsure of “how” religious he is)
I am not a religious person because I have a relationship with the Lord. That
means I have accepted him as head of my life. You can be religious and not have
a relationship with Christ. You can go to church religiously and not have a
relationship with Christ. In other words, not being born again. See when you’re
born again, that’s when you have a relationship. If you are not born again, you
have not received Jesus as your personal savior. Everything that you are doing is
just religion. That’s just my opinion. – Henry (who sees himself as Christian but
not religious)
These findings are not entirely surprising. According to the Pew Research Center’s
Religious Landscape Study (2014), 59 percent of Americans report that having a
relationship to God matters to being religious. What maybe is surprising, and challenges
quantitative research, is the fact that some people do not identify as religious, but rather
connect with the behaviors and beliefs instead of labels.
In addition to Christ and/or God being central to the religious identities of my
respondents, four other themes emerged from the interviews: (1) reading the Bible, (2)
fellowship, (3) tithing, and (4) emotions.
Reading the Bible
Of the four aspects of Black Christian identity, reading the Bible is perhaps the
least surprising. Previous research has shown that 88 percent of Christians believe the
Bible is the word of God and, 35 percent report reading the Bible at least once a week
(Pew Institute 2014). For my respondents, the Bible was important because it provides
them with knowledge that helps maintain their relationship with God. Ingrid gives the
following assertion: “reading the Bible, prayer, mediating on his word allows me to
further my relationship with God. If I have a problem I can go to God in prayer and he
communicates to me through his word.” The Bible, however, also provides Christians
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with a concrete source for shaping cultural repertoires that signal to the self and to others
that one is a Christian. Thus, identity work is rooted in learning how to act, think, and
feel “appropriately,” and the Bible is an external repository that, presumably, is shared by
all Christians—even if only intersubjectivity. Sometimes these codes are highly general
and abstract:
Well personally reading the Bible has helped me. You know when I was going through
things and the devil tried to get me to go back to my old ways. I began to read the words
and those words encouraged me. Hey, you’re not supposed to go that route. (Eric)
But, at other times, the Bible provides one with guidelines for making decisions that affect
behavior:
You know, you’re not supposed to commit adultery, you’re not supposed to lie, you’re
not supposed to steal, you’re not supposed to be - you know angry. You’re not supposed
to have jealousy and strife and all that stuff. So, when those things come, I look to the
word and the word tells me to show love, to pray for one another, and to do good to them
that misuse and persecute you. So, I’ve gone through that and by me reading the word it
keeps me in line, it keeps me focused and it helps me not to do things that I would
normally do. (Eric)
Other respondents illustrated how the Bible shaped their attitudes and emotions. For instance,
Lyndsey’s understanding of marriage and her role in marriage was greatly influenced by her
religious identity and the codes for living found in the Bible:
Specifically, in my marriage. I’ve been married 44 years. And without reading the word
of God and without holding on to his word as to what he said about a couple and being
married. I wouldn’t be married today if I didn’t read his word. I guarantee it. Marriage
requires work. The Bible, that’s the guide to marriage.
Likewise, the Bible becomes an anchor and a lens through which emotions and difficult
situations can be made sense of:
One point and time in my life I was pregnant with triplets. When I lost them it felt like I
was on the verge of losing my mind and there’s a scripture that says when you are
comfortless, I’ll come to you and I think it’s John 14 and 16 if I’m not mistaken.
Anyway, that right there helped me through my situation. I felt like God was there for me
when nobody else could comfort me. So, going to the word of God and reading that lets
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me know that he was with me. Even though all I have been though, reading the word
gave me strength and kept me in my right mind. So, I truly, truly believe that in the word
of God there is life. (Yasmine)
And, while these quotes cannot demonstrate how concretely the Bible shapes action, the
Bible serves as a source of mutual orientation for doing religion; and, physical objects or,
in Durkheim’s (1915 [1995]) terms, external representations serve as reminders of the
larger community in which the individual is submerged and act as common point for
making successful interactions (Collins 2004).
Fellowship
The word talks about iron sharpening iron and how can you be sharpened or grow if you
are not in church? How can you have that fellowship and that communion that you are
supposed to have if you are at home? You should come out. (Yasmine)
Given what we know about Black communities in the U.S. and the role of the
Church as the central institution for many Black Americans, it was not surprising to see
just how important fellowship was for my respondents. Indeed, Durkheim’s (1915
[1995]) theory of religion rests on the existence of a moral community (Church, in his
terminology) being the center of collective life and the wellspring of powerful social facts
constraining how we act and think. Thus, for the twenty respondents, the Church serves
as a spiritual community much like that of a family unit. Or, as Ingrid states, “To be a
member of a Church to me means being a member of a family because that’s what we
are. You have your natural family and then your spiritual family. The Church is your
spiritual family.” It was this latter remark, belonging to “spiritual family” that ran deeply
throughout my respondent’s discussions of what it means to be a Christian and/or
religious. Thus, church is really “Church” in the Durkheimian sense of the term. Consider
Andrew’s remarks:
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The purpose of being a member of a Church…[is] being a member of a family. I
was not born or hatched on a rock; I became a member of a family of a mother
and father and I have brothers and sisters. So being a member of a Church is that
you are a member of a local body of people who believe and think the same way
as you. The purpose of being a member of a Church or denomination or local
body is that you have a lot of things in common.
Moreover, belonging to this type of moral community revealed the types of social
consequences Durkheim discussed. For example, George points out the power he
receives when immersed in fellowship:
Yes, attending Church helps me by learning the word of God, fellowshipping with
my brothers and my sisters. And even if your life might not be 100% the way you
would prefer it to be, but just by going to church and getting the word of God in
you. You’re going to go through trials. You’re going to go through tribulations.
People don’t understand that when you are going through that you need to go to
Church. You need to go there and cast your burdens upon all of us. The more you
stress about it and worry about it, you’re not trusting in God. Like the song says.
“It might not happen when you want it, but he is always on time.”
Fellowship also generates the powerful protective safety nets that Durkheim
examined in Suicide:
Fellowship is important because someone may be on the verge of suicide because
they are lonely. When you fellowship with people they feel that somebody sees
me. All week long they may be somewhere that nobody knows that they exist but
when they come to the Lord’s house they know that we’re there, we’re going to
love them and we see them. So, it is important to come together and as a woman
of God I want to meet the need of the people and so I make myself available to
them when they come because this is what we are supposed to do. We should be
there for one another. So, my goal is if I see someone come in and they are not
strong at that time, my goal is to try to help build them up so they can be a
blessing to somebody through their life. – (Yasmine)
Importantly, religious identity was most salient and active within the presence of
others; fellowship was not something constructed at home, alone, but required physical
co-presence—a point, strongly supported by Randall Collins’ (2004) interaction rituals
theory. Eric, for instance, noted that:
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At home, I'm not taking anything away from there, that's good too. But it's more
important when you're coming together as a group because you can say things or
somebody in Church may say something to you to encourage you, and at home, there
might not be anyone there to encourage you, you might be by yourself, but when you're
in Church somebody may come by and say a touching word. Hey brother, it's gonna be
alright, or the Lord told me to tell you this here, you know. But if you're at home you
might not get that because at Church you got multiple people and somebody, the Lord
may show somebody something about you and they may come up with a word of
encouragement.
Gwendolyn echoes these sentiments, using “fellowship” not as a noun, but as verb and
highlighting the active side of doing religion:
I think that it is important to fellowship. I think it’s important to have a place where you
can fellowship. People that you can depend on and lean on. We need to support one
another. You just can’t do this thing alone. God did not create us to be alone in our
situations. So, we are not built to be alone. We’re built to be a part of a community that
you need to help support you in whatever’s going on. You need to know that somebody
cares about you.
As these comments, and others like them, emphasize, being a Christian—at least in my
sample—means believing in God/Christ; and this means learning how we should act, think, and
feel by way of the Bible. As George noted above, “attending Church helps me by learning the
word of God.” His point, and implicitly that of the other 19 respondents, is that learning the
Bible and the right way of acting is inextricably tied to being in fellowship with others; but being
in fellowship is not a passive construct. It requires frequent, recurring action in the presence of
others who share in the same religious narrative. Sociologists have long debated just how
important co-presence is for identity performance. Mead (1934), of course, believed people
could internalize real and general others and practice taking their roles at home. But, ultimately,
without a real group of people to commune with, identity cannot be made salient in palpable
ways. It is, as I will show, for these reasons why tithing is central to Black Christian identities.
Tithing
The importance in giving tithes to a Church is to help build up the church and keep the
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Church functioning. Whatever the needs are of the church tithes helps with that. (Theresa)
Some researchers have argued that religious giving is often driven by instrumental
rationality and material gain (Finke, Bahr and Scheitle 2006; Finke and Stark 1988; Hill and
Vaidyanathan 2011; Hoge 1994; Iannaccone 1990, 1992, 1994, 1995). For example, tithing, or
giving 10 percent of one’s earnings, is associated with the expectation that God will reward the
actor with material success in the present (Borch et al. 2011; Shaw 2001). For others, giving is
linked with purposefully avoiding a negative consequence such as going to “hell” in the afterlife
(Lazar 2006; Tao and Yeh 2007). Some scholarship, however suggests that religious giving is
rooted in traditional action that is legitimated by substantive ends, or intangible value goals
(Peifer 2010; Premawardhana 2012). For Black Christians in this study, however, tithing is not
just about self-interest or tradition: it is about the maintenance of the very root of their religious
identity: fellowship.
The first piece of evidence of just how bound up tithing is with the image of Black
Christian religious identity I have sketched above, is in how it is learned by many. Eleven
respondents stated that tithing was learned in Church and reading the Bible and not from their
parents. While we might expect tithing to be a habit formed in childhood, Dennis contradicts this
assumption when he remarked: “My parents didn’t teach me about that. You know tithing. I was
taught about tithing through my Church and reading the Bible.” This sentiment was echoed by 11
respondents (55 percent), including Ingrid who reported:
My parents weren’t religious at all. I wasn’t taught about God or any religious topic. It
wasn’t until I became a born again Christian that I was taught about tithing through my
Church and reading the Bible.
Clergy reinforce this lesson by citing scriptures such as (Malachi 3:10 or II
Corinthians 9:6-8). Religious leaders draw from the shared source of religious identity
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(the Bible) to provide a foundation for giving and as evidence that they are speaking
directly from the word of God and not arbitrarily giving their own doctrines. Consistent
with the centrality of God to my respondents’ religious identity, when specifically asked
how they decide what amount to give, all 20 respondents referred to God or the Bible as
being an instruction on how and why to give. Thus, it is impossible to conclude that
tithing is simply an instrumental act—e.g., salvation or avoid damnation. Rather, giving
weekly is an act of culture and identity “making” (Turner 2010). That is, within the
fellowship of others, religious identity involves giving to the community. It is at once an
external and internal action:
I know that the deacons and the financial people are aware of the amount of
money we give because they count it. And of course, they see your name on the
envelope and in our church each member has a member ID. But I don’t think we
are being judged as to who gives and who don’t it is just part of the process for
accountability. (Patrick)
I think giving to a church has impacted my life in the sense that knowing that I
have contributed to something worthwhile. It’s important as a Christian to help.
Because giving carries a lot of avenues. It can be helping someone that is hungry
or doing something for someone…like maybe their light bill needs to be paid or
something like that. (Ingrid)
As I spoke with my respondents, it became clear that giving was motivated by
two deeply interrelated reasons. The first was the conscious awareness that the Church
needed material resources, lest one’s religious identity lose its moorings. The second
rested on a spiritual base that obfuscated the bluntly material nature of the congregation
(see, also, Mundey, Davidson and Herzog 2011); a sort of “sacred canopy” (Berger 1990)
hiding the profane mechanisms of everyday religious life.
Paying bills
As in any organization, there are certain responsibilities to being a member.

19

To reap the benefits of the organization it is imperative that the doors are open, but if all
members are free riders, then the organization will fail. Hence, nearly all religious organizations
rely on financial contributions from members (Peifer 2010). All 20 participants, as
exemplified by the following quotes, believed that tithing was essential to the survival of the
corporeal community:
I think the importance of giving tithes is if you didn’t give tithes the Church couldn’t
function. I mean if everybody just decided to just come to Church just to enjoy the
service and nobody put anything in then how in the world are the bills going to be paid.
(Ingrid)
The whole point here is bringing tithes to keep the lights on. Someone has to pay for the
lights. Someone has to pay for the pastor. It’s like being in a household you have to have
money to do things…It’s not up to one member of a Church to bring tithes to the Church.
It’s for all members of that local body. And the purpose of the local body is to maintain
and sustain that particular group of believers as well as the building. (Andrew)
The same way you pay your bills at home the Church bill has to be paid. If the
Church has electricity, it also has a light bill. If you’re not going to tithe, why are
you going? What are you going for? Just so somebody can say you went to
Church? (George)
I feel that it is important to keep the house of God running and functioning. And,
to keep the man of God focused on preaching the word and not worrying about if
the lights are going to get cut off. (Yasmine)
Specifically, all 20 participants believed that tithing was also materially beneficial in two
ways (1) helping members in need and (2) community outreach. Thus, doing religion meant
doing community; maintaining one’s own identity was dependent on maintaining the
community. The following quotes illustrates how respondents view themselves and the Church
as a moral community that is responsible for meeting the needs of its members and the
community in which it is part of.
Oh yes, say for instance, if I don’t have food in my house or whatever, I could call and
they’ve (the Church) always helped me with commodities and stuff like that.
(Madison)
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The whole purpose of bringing tithes to the Church ……the purpose is to help the
membership of that Church and not only that but to help people outside the doors of the
Church. There are plenty of homes and agencies that the Church can give funds to in
order reach out into the community. (Andrew)
Tithing…. it’s for kingdom building. The Church has to be supported. We actually-as a
Christian community, we actually should be the ones who take care of the community,
not the government. If a person, a family has no food we should be able to feed them
until they get on their feet. That’s what we really need to do. (Gwendolyn)
Spiritual base of giving
The importance of giving to maintain the material needs of the community goes, however
, far beyond material goods and services. There is also an underlying spiritual base to which
giving is central to the respondents’ Christian identity and, ultimately, shows just how prominent
being religious or Christian (at least among my respondents). For instance, 18 respondents
(90 percent) admitted to tithing before paying their own bills, because, as they noted, God
requires your “firsts” and not your “leftovers.” Additionally, George was willing to give all his
money, despite the potential consequences it had for other aspects of his life:
There‘s been many days I walked into the Church and walked out with nothing.
Nothing. Not a dime in my pocket. I wasn’t worried about. It’s funny when I look
over there and I got a quarter tank of gas, yet I’ve been driving for two days. Kind
of strange ain’t it? Been driving off a quarter of a tank for two days.
Furthermore, those who tithe first saw tithing as a true testament to their faith and belief
that God will provide what is needed regardless of circumstance; in other words, it again
was an act of identity-making simultaneously reaffirming one’s commitment to
God/Christ and to one’s fellowship.
I think that the importance of tithing is that you’re trusting God by putting him
first. Because I’m just trusting God with giving back unto him first. I believe he
will bless. And then just as far as my bills I just believe that God is going to, you
know meet my need. (Whitley)
I’m gonna tithe first because I know God got it all. I trust that he got it all but the
thing is, I’m gonna tithe first off of what I got and what I have left I pay my bills
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with. God makes a way outta no way. When we can’t see ourselves paying the
bills, some kinda way it comes up paid. I have seen the benefits of tithing.
(Brandon)
It is also important to note that all 20-respondent’s money in the service of
religiosity had little to do with the economic meanings of money: for those who were
financially unable to give, the community accepted service within the Church as
commensurate. That is, volunteering time and talents in the Church are just as important
as putting money in the plate because that person is still contributing to the upkeep and
functioning of the Church. Denise explains:
Yeah, that’s good because they are giving to God. They say well, I don’t have any
money, but I’ll give my time to God. God honors that because it is from the heart.
That from the heart reaches the heart. You didn’t have the money, but you gave
what you had. And what you have is your time.
Yes, spending your time in the house of the lord with your talents. Utilizing your
gifts to sing, utilizing your gift to play instruments. Making sure the Church is
clean. Whatever you are doing to build up the house of God with your time and
talent is honorable. (Yasmine)
“Feeling” Religion
Over the last three decades, empirical evidence has mounted in sociology (Burke and
Stets 2009; Ridgeway 2006; Stryker 2004) and other disciplines like neuroscience (Damasio
1994) pointing to the importance of emotions for the construction and maintenance of social ties
and the construction and maintenance of identity anchored in these ties. We would expect that if
tithing was a visible act of religious-identity making, then we should find sentiments signaling to
the person that she was performing as expected or failing to meet expectation (Amodio et al. 2007
; Basil et al. 2006; Leary and Tangney 2012); sentiments that would shape future behavior.
Indeed, as noted above, respondents were not giving for personal reasons, so much as they saw
it as deeply entwined with their conception of being Christian and for being able to continue to
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be Christian. Not surprisingly, positive feelings were tied to the act of giving tithes, though the
language many of the respondents used referred to the positive affect tied to the moral
imperative of giving.
I feel good. I feel good for (1) I am being obedient to what God requires for me to do
and (2) I am helping something that is so valued stay afloat. (Ingrid)
If I give it out of a good conscious [sic] and good mind, knowing what the word says. I
feel good about it. I feel that I’m obeying God. I feel that I’m doing what he asked me to
do. I feel that it’s important to do what he asked me to do, therefore I feel good about it.
(Eric)
It actually feels good because I know that it is something that is going to be a blessing to
the Church and God’s people. I mean it feels great. (Yasmine)
I feel like when it’s tithing time, “it’s like okay time to write my check” (enthusiastic
facial expression) I am very excited, because I am able to tithe when before I was unable.
I’m not excited for the amount I give but because I’m able to tithe and there’s some
Sundays I can go beyond. They can say, “It’s Men and Women’s Month we’re asking for
$100.00 extra” I can give $100.00. (Lyndsey)
Individuals tithe because it feels good; and feeling good is closely associated with doing one’s
identity appropriately (Turner 2001; Turner 2010). But, it is important to point out that feeling
good was linked, also, to a sense of moral imperative:
I feel obedient. Well there are other scriptures besides Malachi that I read earlier. Luke
6:38 states give and it shall be given unto you. In other words, I give above 10 percent. I
give 15 or 20 percent to help someone. God is saying here that when you give without
thought of the amount that person who it helped may not come back to you but someone
else may give to you and you may then have more than enough. (Andrew)
I ‘m being obedient to what he said. You’ve got to read the scripture. Once you read the
scriptures it tells you what you need to know about that situation or about that subject.
Tithing, if you look in the Bible, it tells you to take your tithes to the storehouse which is
the Church. And that’s an order not a request. (Brandon)
In addition, these positive feelings were reinforced when respondents saw funds
being used “correctly” in the shape of new things such as electronic equipment; when the
mortgage papers are burned indicating Church ownership, or when they stopped for a
moment to appreciate the air conditioning blowing on a hot summer day. Indeed, not all
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respondents knew what or where their tithes went, but these tangible, external
representations of their contribution-elicited feelings of happiness and satisfaction. In
part, none of the respondents was worried about knowing specifics as they trusted in the
leadership and believed the moral imperative to be obedient superseded the fine-grained
details.
Finally, because giving is a moral imperative and associated with feeling good, I
also sought to understand how people felt if they did not give. All 20 respondents also
experienced negative feelings associated with not giving tithes. Each respondent noted
feelings of disobedience, unhappiness, condemnation, shame, and guilt for not giving. As
noted in the following quotes:
Yes, I felt condemned. It means that… it’s like when you grew up and your mother told
you not to do something and you did it anyway. It is the feeling of disobedience. When
you are disobedient, your conscious [sic] bothers you. (Ingrid)
Yeah, as I explained earlier I have had to help my children and I have to help myself too.
And I was not able to give to Church. How did that make me feel? I felt bad I felt really
bad because I felt like if I was not indebted so much I would have had the money to do
what I needed to do and give my tithes. (Andrew)
It’s really heavy (A burden). It weighs heavy on your heart and your mind. Because I
know when I give that it is not only helping the Church but its helping others. It feels like
you know somebody is probably worse off than you are and you didn’t give. It could
have been beneficial to them if you actually gave what you feel in your heart is right to
give. (Yasmine)
I felt sick and sad when I didn’t give. I never wanted not to give my tithes, but
sometimes circumstances, you know. But it does, it makes you really, really sad. You
know, you think, “Okay, God you understand, but, it’s just a hurting feeling that you
didn’t tithe. I felt the shame. I felt like I was doing something really wrong by not paying
my tithes. I felt really sick inside. I really did. (Lyndsey, emphasis added)
When I didn’t pay my tithes, I felt convicted in my spirit because I knew the word of
God. And that kinda pushed me to pay my tithes first. (Whitley)
Shame and guilt were present underscores of just how important many, if not all,
of my respondents’ religious identity was to their notion of self. In particular, shame
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signals to the self that it is deficient, held in contempt, polluted (Bradshaw 1988), and has
been identified with the desire to hide, to rip one’s skin off, and, in the case of those
repeatedly shamed, the desire to kill or kill oneself (Gilligan 2003). Equally important is
the fact that social emotions are signs that cultural meanings have been internalized such
that individuals, in the process of identity-making, can self-regulate (Shott 1979) and,
therefore, have fused the collective, generalized other with their own sense of self (Leary
and Tangrey 2012). Most of all, shame and guilt often push individuals to find ways to
repair the situation; to act appropriately. As such, many respondents talked about the
identity- and emotion-work necessary to deal with feeling shame: they engaged in what
Goffman (1963) called reparative rituals, with the only difference being the ritual was
with God and not necessarily a real other.
Because once you get into the word of God, you start understanding the word of God.
And when you get, like I said in Malachi and they say will a man rob God, when I don’t
give, I feel like I blew it, that how I feel. But, let’s just put it like this here. If I don’t give
it that Sunday, I make sure that it’s given that week. So, I don’t have it that Sunday I’m
going to make sure I give it that Wednesday. And even in some cases I’ve given that
Sunday and I doubled it to make sure I covered for the past Sunday. (George)
In sum, Durkheim’s (1915 [1995]) key insight is that people are willing to submit to the
larger group or be a member of the collective whole. Often, if they are truly bonded to the group
we see it manifest through their emotions. In this study, respondent’s emotions are selfregulatory in that they don’t need agents of control to tithe. They do it themselves which shows
that religious giving is not purely instrumental. Religious giving involves a much more complex
web in that the respondents give because it allows the organization to exist but it is not for
reward or selfish motives but for fellowship that also brings spirituality. Ultimately, if they don’t
tithe they produce negative emotions because they feel as though they are not full filling their
responsibility to the moral community. Yet, when they do tithe they feel proud, again, not for
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self-glory or admiration but because they have successfully contributed to the upkeep of the
moral community.
DISCUSSION
While this research initially looked to understand what some African American
Christians thought about giving alms or tithing, themes centered on the construction and
maintenance of religious identity bubbled to the top, shifting its focus in subtle, yet
important ways. Thus, according to my respondents, being religious meant identifying
oneself as Christian; and being Christian meant (a) reading the Bible and learning how to
do religiousness, (b) cleaving to fellowship both cognitively and physically, (c) giving as
both a means to practically and materially support the Church (so that fellowship could
continue) and spiritually (as a means to exchanging with God), and (d) “listening” to the
positive and negative emotions that signaled whether one was “doing” religiosity
correctly or incorrectly. Several important contributions can be identified.
First, while many aspects of religious identity aligned with previous research,
there were some suggestive findings. On the one hand, then, we would expect prominent
and salient identities to elicit emotions that help us to “control” our behavior—positive
emotions lead us to do things the same way whereas negative emotions signal a need for
adjustment in behavior. What was truly fascinating about my sample, was that emotions
translated into an idea of “obedience” or “disobedience.” The latter, in particular, seemed
to have painful consequences motivating reparative efforts. On the other hand, what was
perhaps most surprising was the lack of discourse about blackness. Indeed, the study was
about Black Christian giving. Yet, not one respondent discussed their religious identity in
terms of doing race, nor did race have much to do with being religious. This is notable
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given the extensive research on the centrality of the Church for Black communities and
Black identity (Burns and Smith 1978; Lincoln and Mamiya; Nelsen et al. 1971). The
lack of discourse may have been an artifact of the size of the sample or some other
idiosyncrasy. However, only future research with a more generalizable frame could
discern whether this is broader pattern and, ultimately, the consequences for race and for
religion.
Second, all 20 respondents spoke about tithing in the same manner. This is
interesting for many reasons. While I was not able to get a representative sample for each
denomination (e.g., one Catholic), the lack of diversity contradicts extant research on
religious denominations (Brint and Abrutyn 2009; Steensland et al. 2000). Again, this
may be an artifact of the small sample, but it is suggestive and points to several possible
conclusions. One, perhaps is where race, implicitly, factors into religiosity? If the Church
is central to the community, and this is learned at a young age, regardless of dogmatic or
doctrinal differences, giving may be part of being Black. Of all the conclusions I can
draw, this one seems the ripest for future research using qualitative methods: digging into
the intersection of race and religion means exploring giving in far greater depth.
Additionally, it raises questions about other ethnic groups and their motivation for giving.
For instance, where an ethnic group clusters in a city, do they adopt similar frames for
making sense of giving or doing religion because of some type of generalized other?
Finally, this surprising finding has broader implications for the religious giving
literature (Bhatnager 1970; Hoffman, Loft and Jeppsen 2010; Zech 2000). On the one
hand, following the religious economies tradition, giving is typically characterized in
instrumental terms (Dahl and Ransom 1999; Donahue 1994; Hoge et al. 1998; James and
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Jones 2011; Scheitle and Finke 2007). And, while my respondents talked about being
able to draw resources in times of need from their Church, all 20 talked about
physically/materially and spiritually supporting the well-spring of their religious identity:
the Church and the ability to fellowship. Thus, on the other hand, giving had little to do
with salvation (or other personal goals), and everything to do with constructing an
identity deeply anchored in a real community and an imagined, generalized Church. This
thinking squares with Durkheim’s 1915 [1995]) conclusions in The Elementary Forms of
Religious Life, and seems to fit with the few studies that emphasize normative aspects of
giving (Bankston 2002; Piefer 2010; Smith, Emerson and Snell 2008; Vaidyanthan and
Snell 2011).
Third, while there is a practical logic to giving (Bourdieu 1977): the Church needs
electricity, and I can provide it, the fact that emotions kept recurring in every interview in
very similar ways. That is, since Cooley (1922), sociologists have recognized how
important emotions are to self-regulation and to identity work. The vast majority of
research on religious identities, religious giving, and black religiosity have taken for
granted how emotions work. This is not surprising, as emotions scholarship has only
recently had a resurgence in sociology and its reach has not yet made it to every subfield.
However, my respondents’ claims that feeling right or wrong mattered to acting and
thinking religiously is important; especially for future research interested generally in
giving or constructing religious identities or, specifically, in Black Christian identities.
Limitations
Despite these contributions, my study also highlights a key limitation: the
generalizability of the findings. While it is heartening to see the small sample produce
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results that speak directly to existing, more comprehensive quantitative studies and their
findings, future research is required to go beyond these limitations. First, I would suggest
collecting a larger sample that cross-cuts, at the very least, urban and rural African
American communities. Second, it would be potentially fruitful to expand the study
beyond the metropolitan city I studied, and examine others in the south and/or other
densely populated Black cities in other regions like Washington D.C. or Los Angeles.
Third, after these extensions produce more data, it would be useful to transform those
findings into a large-scale quantitative survey instrument capable of collecting a random
sample that might clarify what African American religious identity looks like, what it
shares with White religious identity, and why the differences and similarities exist.
Finally, the question of “what it means to be religious,” remains an open question.
As noted above, some respondents identified as religious while others strongly asserted
their disdain for the term. Identity theorists have, unfortunately, ignored religious identity
choosing instead to explore specific social identities (e.g., gender) or role-identities (e.g.,
wife; student) at the expense of exploring religion (Burke and Stets 2009). My research
suggests some pitfalls that identity theorists may beware: the term religion may be highly
loaded, especially when one considers the overlap and distinctions between it and
spirituality in late-modern America (Smith 1998). Thus, the focus of future research on
religious identity might need to expand its conceptual reach or clarity.
CONCLUSION
Religious identities are salient for African American Christians in this study.
These identities are further reinforced through actions such as reading the Bible and
fellowship. At the root of their identities is the meanings they attribute to tithing which is
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key because it sustains all the aspects of the moral community. Respondents understand
that tithing isn’t just about paying dues or maintaining a Church budget but that God
requires financial giving because it enables the Church to live out its identity as being the
body of Christ or the Christian Church. It also enables Christians to live out their calling
to do Christian ministry within the congregation as well as in the community. More
importantly, respondents viewed tithing as aiding in their personal identities through
spiritual growth and at the same time aiding in growing God’s ministries.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer

Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study
Religious Giving Study
Purpose of Study: This research seeks to understand the various reasons African Americans
give to their church. Volunteers must be willing to participate in a one-on-one interview that will
last between 1-2 hours.
Eligibility: All participants:

(1)
(2)
(3)

must be African American
18 years or older
give a portion of income to a church (e.g. tithes and offerings)

Contact: To volunteer, or seek more information, please contact Rekeycha Harris, B.A.,
Master’s of Arts candidate at the University of Memphis. This research is being conducted
under the guidance of Dr. Seth Abrutyn, Department of Sociology. To contact by email:
rharris1@memphis.edu
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Religious Giving Study

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about why you give monetary donations to
the church in the form of tithes and offerings. You are being invited to take part in this research
study because you are a consenting adult who has volunteered to share your reasons as to why
you give to a church. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of about 20-30
people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Rekeycha Harris of University of Memphis Department of
Sociology. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Seth Abruytn.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, I hope to learn why African Americans give to their church.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
If you are younger than 18 you should not participate in this study without parental consent. If
you are not African American, you should not participate in this study. If you do not give a
portion of your income to a church, you should not participate in this study. If you are not willing
to talk about why you give money to a church, you should not participate in this study.
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at a private location where you feel comfortable. The
researchers can provide private spaces where to conduct the interview. Additionally, the
researchers are available to conduct the interview via phone and skype. The interview will last
between 1 and 2 hours.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
You will be asked to participate in an in depth interview –either in person or over the phone or
internet- whichever you prefer. With your consent, interviews will be recorded. At any point
during the interview you can request that we discontinue or pause the recording. Also if you wish
to listen to a portion of the interview or delete any portion of the interview you will be able to. At
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the end of the interview you will be asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire. You may skip
questions on the questionnaire or refuse to answer it entirely. The digital recordings of your
interview will be transcribed by Rekeycha Harris. The digital recordings and the transcripts will
be stored on a password protected computer and only Rekeycha Harris and faculty advisor, Dr.
Seth Abrutyn will have access to the data. Your name will not be associated with the digital
recording or transcript; a generic identification number will be used instead. Once your interview
is transcribed, personal information will be removed from the transcript, including things like
names of people, places, schools or workplaces. The location of the study will not be disclosed
and instead a fake name for the locations will be used.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of my knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not get any personal benefit from taking part in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering. As a student, if you decide not to take part in this study, your choice will have no
effect on your academic status or grade in the class.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
I will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law. The digital recording of your interview, the transcript of your interview, and
your responses to the responses to the questionnaire will be stored using a generic ID, not your
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real name. Professional transcription service may be used to transcribe the digital recording of
your interview. Once your interview is transcribed, Rekeycha Harris or Dr. Abrutyn will read
through the transcript and remove any information that may identify you. This includes names of
people or places. Rekeycha Harris and Dr. Abrutyn will be the only two individuals who have
access to the file that links your real name to the generic ID you are assigned.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the
combined information I have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written
materials; however, I may include direct quotes from you in my writings. To protect your
privacy, I will use a pseudonym and may change key information about you. For example, I may
change your age, gender, or occupation. Additionally, when appropriate, I may merge multiple
respondents with similar experiences into one “character” in future publications and
presentations. I may publish the results of this study; however, I will keep your name and other
identifying information private.
I will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave us information, or what that information is. All data will be stored on password
protected computers or in a locked case which will be kept in a locked drawer in a locked office.
The crosswalk between the generic identification number you will be assigned and your real
name will be stored in a password –protected electronic file on password protected computers.
The transcripts of your interviews will be stored indefinitely by Rekeycha Harris and Dr.
Abrutyn following these procedures; however, after 5 years, the crosswalk linking your real
name to your generic identification number and the digital recordings of interviews will be
permanently destroyed.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to
other people. For example, the law may require me to show your information to a court or to tell
authorities if you report information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to
yourself or someone else. Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to
people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from
such organizations as the University of Memphis.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study.
The individual conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur
if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your being in the study
is more risk than benefit to you, or if the agency funding the study decides to stop the study early
for a variety of scientific reasons
ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER
RESEARCH STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
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You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research study. It is
important to let the investigator/your doctor know if you are in another research study. You
should also discuss with the investigator before you agree to participate in another research study
while you are enrolled in this study.

WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU GET HURT OR SICK DURING THE STUDY?
It is important for you to understand that the University of Memphis does not have funds set
aside to pay for the cost of any care or treatment that might be necessary because you get hurt or
sick while taking part in this study. Also, the University of Memphis will not pay for any wages
you may lose if you are harmed by this study.
Medical costs that result from research related harm cannot be included as regular medical costs.
Therefore, the medical costs related to your care and treatment because of research related harm
will be your responsibility;
or may be paid by your insurer if you are insured by a health insurance company (you should ask
your insurer if you have any questions regarding your insurer’s willingness to pay under these
circumstances);
or may be paid by Medicare or Medicaid if you are covered by Medicare, or Medicaid (if you
have any questions regarding Medicare/Medicaid coverage you should contact Medicare by
calling 1-800-Medicare (1-800-633-4227) or Medicaid 1-800-635-2570.
A co-payment/deductible from you may be required by your insurer or Medicare/Medicaid even
if your insurer or Medicare/Medicaid has agreed to pay the costs. The amount of this copayment/deductible may be substantial.
You do not give up your legal rights by signing this form.

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the lead investigator, Rekeycha Harris (901) 2814854 or at rharris1@memphis.edu or faculty advisor, Seth Abrutyn at 901-678-3031 or at
Seth.Abrutyn@memphis.edu If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this
research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-6782705. I will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.

WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT
AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
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If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change your
willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may be asked to
sign a new informed consent form if the information is provided to you after you have joined the
study. You may choose to stop the interview process at any time.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
The researchers will do everything possible to protect your privacy. Digital recordings of your
interviews will be identified using a generic identification number, not your name. Once
interviews are transcribed, either Rekeycha Harris or Dr. Abrutyn will remove any identifying
information contained in a transcript, including names of people or places. You will be identified
by researchers in the transcripts and in any subsequent publications by pseudonyms and generic
identification numbers. The file linking your generic ID to your name pseudonym will be stored
in a password protected electronic file that is stored on password protected computers for 5 years
(at which point it will be permanently destroyed). Electronic transcripts, with identifying
information removed, will be stored indefinitely in a separate location that is also password
protected. Digital recordings of interviews will be stored separately from transcripts on password
protected computers. The digital recordings of interviews will also be permanently destroyed
after 5 years. The only individuals who will have access to the file linking your names to your
genic ID are Rekeycha Harris and Dr. Seth Abrutyn. Other individuals who may listen to your
interview or read your transcripts are professional transcribers (who may be hired to help
transcribe the digital recordings).
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
By signing this form, you agree to the following:
1) I have been informed of any and all possible risks or discomforts.
2) I have read the statements contained in this consent form and have had an opportunity
to fully discuss my concerns and questions and fully understand the nature and character
of my involvement in this research project as a human subject, and the attendant risks
and consequences.

___________________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

_______
Date

_____________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_____________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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Date

_

Appendix C: Interview Guide

Religious GivingNatural History
1. Tell me a bit about yourself.
a. Possible probes:
i.
What was your family like growing up?
ii. What were your friends like?
iii. Tell me about your family now.
iv.
Tell me about your schedule on an average work day
v.
Tell me about your favorite things to do on weekends.

2. Tell me what it means to be a religious person
a. Possible probes:
i.
What does religion mean to you?
ii. What is the importance of attending church?
iii. What is the importance of reading the bible?
iv.
What does it mean to be a member of a church or denomination?
3. Tell me about you experience giving to a church
a. Possible probes:
i.
Tell me about your experience giving to a church
ii. How much do you give?
iii. Does this vary from week to week?
If so, why does it vary?
iv.
How do you choose what amount to give?
v.
How does it feel to put money into the collection plate?
vi.
Have you ever failed to give money? Describe what that felt like?
vii.
How do you think others might have felt about failing to give?
viii. Have you ever experienced guilt or the feeling that you should have given
more?
ix. Do you think others might have experienced guilt or the feeling that they
should have given more?
x. What was your experience of giving to a church as a child?
xi. Do you recall as a child how your parents gave to a church?
xii. Has there ever been a time when you regretted giving to your church?
xiii. How has giving to a church influenced your life?
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Views on tithing and offering: Lead: A number of people have made the distinction between
giving tithes and offerings.
a. Possible probes:
i.
I am curious to know your opinion about tithes and offerings.
ii.
What you think are the differences between the giving tithes and giving an
offering?
iii. What do you think is the importance of giving tithes and offerings?
4. General questions on religious giving
Lead: Let’s talk about giving more generally.
a. Possible probes:
i.
Why do you think others give to churches?
ii. How much do you think most people give on average?
iii. How do you think most people determine the amount they give?
iv.
Does the amount change?
v.
How do you think other people feel about giving overall?
vi.
Are there reasons that people would feel bad about giving?
5. Have you heard others talk about giving to a church in a negative way?
 If so, what did they say?
 Why do you think they said it /felt that way?
 How did it make you feel to hear that?
 Were there any other times?

6. Have you heard others talk about giving to a church in a positive way?
 If so, what did they say?
 Why do you think they said it / felt that way?
 Were there any other times?
 How did it make you feel to hear that?
7. Is there anything else you’d like me to know about who you are or anything we have
talked about today?
8. Are there any questions that you thought I would ask that I didn’t ask?
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Appendix D: Demographic Questionnaire

Demographic Questionnaire

RID: _______

1. What is your gender? ____________________________
2. How old are you? _______________________________
4. What is your relationship status? ____________________
5. What is the highest level of education that you have completed so far (circle one)?
a.
b.
c.
d.

I did not graduate from high school.
I have a high school diploma or GED
I have a degree or certificate from a community college, 2-year college, or
post-high school professional school
I have a four-year college (Bachelor’s Degree, BA/BS)
i.

e.

What university or college did you attend (please list all that apply)?
______________________________________________________

I have a graduate degree (such as an MA, EDD, MPH, MSW, PhD, MD, or
JD)
i.

What university did you attend for your graduate education (please list
all that apply)?
________________________________________________________

7. Do you own your home? Circle one: Yes No
8. What is your religious denomination (if atheist or agnostic, please indicate that):
________________________________________________________________
9. Over the past 12 months, how often did you attend religious services? Circle one.
a.
b.
c.
d.

Once a week or more
Once a month or more, but less than once a week
Less than once a month
Never

10. How important is religion to you? Circle one.
a.
b.

Very important
Fairly important
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c.
d.

Fairly unimportant
Not important at all

11. Roughly, what is your total annual household income? Circle one:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

Under $20,000
Between $20,000 –$39,999
Between $40,000 - $59,999
Between $60,000 - $79,999
Between $80,000 -$99,999
Between $100,000 - $150,000
Over $150,000

12. Using the scale below, how difficult would it be for you to come up with $4,000 cash within
one week for an emergency expense (like a serious car repair or a medical bill)?
Circle one:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Not difficult at all.
Somewhat difficult.
I may not have the money, but I could borrow it from someone.
I do not have the cash, but I could put it on my credit card.
Impossible.

13. What is your occupation?
_____________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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